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The Council of Europe is the continent’s leading human 
rights organisation. It comprises 47 member states, 28 of 
which are members of the European Union. All Council 
of Europe member states have signed up to the European 
Convention on Human Rights, a treaty designed to protect 
human rights, democracy and the rule of law. The European 
Court of Human Rights oversees the implementation  
of the Convention in the member states.

www.coe.int

The European Union is a unique economic and political 
partnership between 28 democratic European countries. Its aims are 
peace, prosperity and freedom for its 500 million citizens – in a fairer, 
safer world. To make things happen, EU countries set up bodies to 
run the EU and adopt its legislation. The main ones are the European 
Parliament (representing the people of Europe), the Council of 
the European Union (representing national governments) and the 
European Commission (representing the common EU interest).

http://europa.eu

Human beings are responsible for a number of crises which threaten the future of life 
on earth. However, there is now a growing realisation that our practices are not only 
harmful for the other living creatures on the planet, they are also potentially fatal for 
humans. There is a need to recognise the harm in these practices and to play an active 
part in trying to move towards more sustainable ones. 

Sustainability is not only about addressing environmental threats, it is also about 
ensuring that everyone is able to enjoy human rights in a way which does not 
jeopardise the rights of human beings in the future. These should include social and 
economic, civil and political, cultural and environmental rights. 

Today, it is vital that young people have opportunities to engage in reflection and 
action in relation to sustainability. Future generations will increasingly see the 
consequences of climate change – and other problems. Young people need to 
understand this and take the lead both in adopting more sustainable lifestyles and in 
creating solutions. 

This T-Kit is a practical tool to begin that process. It is designed primarily for youth 
workers and educators to introduce the topic of sustainability to young people in 
a non-formal setting. The manual includes information about the issues related to 
sustainability, educational activities that will familiarise learners with some of the 
problems facing the globe and encourage them to discuss solutions. This T-Kit offers 
information about how youth groups can make a difference in their locality, and 
perhaps beyond. 

http://youth-partnership-eu.coe.int
youth-partnership@partnership-eu.coe.int
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Welcome to the T-Kit series 
 
Some of you may have wondered: what does 
T-Kit mean? We can offer at least two answers. 
The first is as simple as the full version in English: 
“training kit”. The second has more to do with the 
sound of “T-Kit”, the word that may easily recall 
“ticket”, one of the travel documents we usu-
ally need to go on a journey. For us, this T-Kit is 
a tool that each of us can use in our work.

More specifically, we would like to address 
youth workers and trainers, and offer them 
theoretical and practical tools to work with 
and use when training young people.

The T-Kit Series is the result of a collective effort 
involving people from different cultural, profes-
sional and organisational backgrounds. Youth 
trainers, youth leaders in NGOs and professional 
writers have worked together in order to create 
high-quality publications that address the needs 
of the target group while recognising the diversity 
of approaches across Europe to each subject.

The T-Kits are a product of the partnership 
between the European Commission and the 
Council of Europe in the field of youth.

To find out more, visit the website:  
pjp-eu.coe.int/en/web/youth-partnership

mailto:publishing@coe.int
http://book.coe.int
http://pjp-eu.coe.int/en/web/youth-partnership
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Chapter 1

Introduction

H uman beings are responsible for a number of crises which threaten the very future of life on earth. For 
centuries, we have treated the planet as if its natural resources were limitless and as if we could spoil 
them, use them and then discard them. We have spilt billions of litres of oil into the seas, cleared millions 

of acres of rainforest, mined deep underground, producing toxic slag heaps, stripped the natural minerals 
from the soil through industrial farming methods, and filled the atmosphere with dangerous levels of carbon 
dioxide, leading to potential climate breakdown. The list could be continued, but the last item alone could 
put an end to all life on earth. 

However, there is now a growing realisation that such profligate practices are not only harmful for other living 
creatures on the planet, they are also potentially fatal for humans. In developing countries, in particular, the 
results are already being seen: droughts, hurricanes and other natural disasters are destroying people’s homes 
and livelihoods and are also a major factor in the flood of refugees seeking a better life. Many of these refugees 
are ending up in Europe, making it more difficult for our politicians to avert their gaze from problems in less 
developed countries. Europe has perhaps contributed more than any other region to these problems. Now 
we need to recognise our role in causing them, and play an active part in trying to resolve them. 

Education is one means of doing so. It is the next generations who will increasingly see the consequences 
of climate change – and other problems – and the consequences will not be confined to the less developed 
regions. Already Europe has seen increasingly erratic and extreme weather events, and these will increase 
in future years. So young people need to understand and take the lead both in adopting more sustainable 
lifestyles and in creating solutions for the region as a whole. 

This manual is a practical tool to begin that process. It is designed primarily for youth workers and educators 
to introduce the topic of sustainability to young people in a non-formal setting. However, it will also be suit-
able for groups of youth workers, youth leaders or educators who may be looking for training on the topic 
of sustainability. By means of the activities in the main body of the manual, young people and those who 
work with them can familiarise themselves with some of the problems facing the globe, and begin to discuss 
solutions. The last two chapters of the manual take matters further: this is an opportunity for youth groups to 
begin to make a difference in their locality, and perhaps beyond. 

CHAPTER OUTLINE

Chapter 2. Sustainability: the issues
Chapter 2 looks at the definition of “sustainability” and “sustainable development” and describes the interna-
tional efforts to put sustainability on the agenda of national governments, in particular through the Sustainable 
Development Goals (SDGs). The last section of the chapter explores Europe’s record on sustainability. 

Chapter 3. Education and youth work for sustainability
Chapter 3 introduces the idea of education for sustainability and includes some practical and methodological 
advice for running the activities in Chapter 4. 

Chapter 4. Activities
Chapter 4 includes 18 activities on sustainability, at different levels of complexity and addressing a number 
of different issues. Each activity contains detailed instructions, and some also provide additional background 
information. The last part of each activity makes some suggestions for how young people can take forward 
the work done in the session and begin to make a difference in their communities. 
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Chapter 5. Making a difference
Chapter 5 will help you with supporting your group to take action in the community: it offers some background 
principles and methodological advice, including on planning actions with a group. It also contains a number 
of examples of groups “making a difference”, which you can use as inspiration. 

Chapter 6. Sustainability checklist
Chapter 6 contains a number of ideas which the group could implement, for example in the youth centre, in 
the locality, or even at international meetings. 
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Chapter 2 

Sustainability: the issues
This chapter addresses some of the central concepts, concerns and initiatives related to sustainable development: 

ff in Section 1, we look at the definition and evolution of the terms “sustainable” and “sustainability”;
ff in Section 2, we outline the United Nations’ drive to put sustainability on the agenda of national govern-
ments, in particular through the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs);

ff section 3 explores Europe’s record on sustainability, and successes and failures in contributing to the 
future sustainability of the planet. 

WHAT IS SUSTAINABILITY?	  	

Perhaps we should begin with what it means to be “sustainable”. The dictionary defines this as being “able to 
be maintained at a certain rate or level” (Oxford Dictionaries, https://en.oxforddictionaries.com. Clearly the 
current pace of human activity cannot be “maintained” at the same level: carbon emissions are leading to 
climate breakdown, industrial farming methods and the demand for minerals and raw materials are leading 
to depletion of the earth’s resources, to degradation of the soil, to pollution of air, sea and water, to mass 
extinctions among the animal and insect worlds – among numerous other problems. 

The earth cannot tolerate this, nor can humanity. In this sense, our current habits are not sustainable. 

This consideration, which has become increasingly evident in recent years, has led to a secondary dictionary 
meaning for the word “sustainable”: “conserving an ecological balance by avoiding depletion of natural 
resources” (Oxford Dictionaries, https://en.oxforddictionaries.com. Among “natural resources” are included 
not only those we can see, hear or touch – such as oil and gas, gold, diamonds and uranium – but also less 
tangible resources, such as the pH value of the sea, and therefore its ability to support the life of certain marine 
organisms; the amount of carbon dioxide in the atmosphere, which regulates the temperature of the planet; 
the fertility of the soil, and so on. 

Sustainability is the state of being sustainable. It is the state where human beings and the natural world exist 
in harmony, without destroying each other (and themselves).

“Sustainable development” is the process of moving towards sustainability. Sustainable development aims to 
improve the quality of life of human beings, including future generations, by reconciling economic growth, 
social development and environmental protection.

“[Sustainable development is] development that meets the needs of the present without compromising the 
ability of future generations to meet their own needs.” (United Nations 1992)

file:///C:\Users\gallagher\AppData\Local\Microsoft\Windows\Temporary%20Internet%20Files\Content.Outlook\5WI4Q4T5\en.oxforddictionaries.com
file:///C:\Users\gallagher\AppData\Local\Microsoft\Windows\Temporary%20Internet%20Files\Content.Outlook\5WI4Q4T5\en.oxforddictionaries.com
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More than being “green”…
Sustainability is not only about addressing environmental threats, it is also about ensuring that everyone is 
able to enjoy the full set of human rights, in a way which does not jeopardise the rights of human beings in 
the future. These rights should include social and economic, civil and political, cultural and environmental 
rights. In other words, sustainability demands a quality of life for all which not only meets physical needs, but 
also meets social and cultural needs, and which is distributed equitably.

For this reason, it is now accepted that sustainable development demands action across at least three different 
dimensions: environmental protection, social inclusion and economic development. The relation between 
these three dimensions can be illustrated by the Venn diagram in Figure 1: actions in the economic realm 
must satisfy the needs of social inclusion, and our social demands must satisfy environmental possibilities. 

Figure 1. Dimensions of sustainable development

A sustainable world is one where economic growth and social inclusion are contained within the environmental 
limits that will allow the model to continue into the future: 

ff the dimension of environmental protection includes questions relating to stewardship of the planet’s 
natural resources, e.g. water, air, minerals, carbon deposits, flora and fauna. This dimension also includes 
the impact on the environment of housing, agriculture, emissions and waste, etc.;

ff the social dimension refers to issues such as equality, democracy, human rights, social justice, community 
resilience and adaptation to environmental challenges;

ff the economic dimension refers to practices associated with production, the use and management of 
resources, and also to issues such as consumption, technology, labour and wealth distribution. 

A fourth dimension is sometimes added to these three, that of cultural sustainability. The cultural dimension 
relates to cultural identity, diversity, creativity, the role of art, memory, heritage, spirituality and community 
planning. 

“Sustainable human development will occur when all humans can have fulfilling lives without degrading the 
planet.” (Global Footprint Network 2003)

SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT GOALS

In 2015, to build on the success of the Millennium Development Goals, the member states of the United 
Nations adopted a set of 17 new goals, known as the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs, see Figure 2). 
The programme incorporating these goals is known as the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development, as the 
goals are meant to be achieved by 2030. Unlike the Millennium Development Goals, the SDGs apply not only 
to developing nations, but to all nations around the world. 

 

Economic 
growth 

Social 
inclusion 

Environmental 
protection 
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Figure 2. Sustainable Development Goals

Source: United Nations 

The overall aims of Agenda 2030 are to put an end to poverty, protect the planet and ensure prosperity for 
all. In this way, the SDGs reflect current thinking about the three (or four) dimensions of sustainability. A brief 
glance at the range of goals and the issues to be addressed confirms the broad notion of sustainability which 
has been adopted, extending far beyond mere environmental protection. 

Each of the goals contains a number of specific targets to be achieved by 2030. For example: 

Goal 7: Affordable and Clean Energy includes the following targets, among others: 
ff to ensure universal access to affordable, reliable and modern energy services;
ff to increase substantially the share of renewable energy in the global energy mix; 
ff to double the global rate of improvement in energy efficiency; 

Goal 4: Quality Education includes the following targets, among others: 
ff to ensure that all girls and boys complete free, equitable and quality primary and secondary education;
ff to ensure equal access for all women and men to affordable and quality technical, vocational and tertiary 
education, including university;

ff to substantially increase the number of youth and adults who have relevant skills, including technical 
and vocational skills, for employment, decent jobs and entrepreneurship;

ff to ensure that all learners acquire the knowledge and skills needed to promote sustainable development, 
including, among others, through education for sustainable development and sustainable lifestyles, 
human rights, gender equality, promotion of a culture of peace and non-violence, global citizenship and 
appreciation of cultural diversity and of culture’s contribution to sustainable development.

Further information can be found at www.un.org/sustainabledevelopment.

EUROPE AND SUSTAINABILITY 

Europe has mixed results when it comes to sustainability. In many respects, it is among the worst regions of 
the world, both in terms of the damage it is causing to the planet and human existence today, and in terms of 
historical damage caused. However, a few positive improvements have been observed in recent years across the 
region as a whole. Of course, the results in different countries across the region display considerable diversity. 

http://www.un.org/sustainabledevelopment
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Europe’s ecological deficit

An “ecological footprint” is a measure of the area of biologically productive land and water an individual, popu-
lation or activity requires to produce all the resources it consumes and to sequester its waste.

“Biocapacity” or “Biological capacity” represents a region’s biologically productive land and sea area available to 
provide ecosystem services for human use. These services include providing food and timber, hosting human 
infrastructure, and absorbing waste such as carbon dioxide emissions from fossil fuel.

An “ecological deficit” or “reserve” is the difference between the ecological footprint and the biocapacity of a 
region or country. An ecological deficit occurs when the footprint of a population exceeds the biocapacity of 
the area available to that population. An ecological reserve occurs when the available biocapacity of an area 
exceeds the footprint of that area’s population.

(Global Footprint Network, www.footprintnetwork.org/resources/glossary/, accessed 21 February 2018)

Europe’s ecological footprint has seen rapid growth and now greatly exceeds the region’s biocapacity. For 
the 28 states of the European Union (EU) and the 33 states of the European Economic Area, the ecological 
footprint is almost three times the size of the corresponding region’s biocapacity. This means that if everyone 
on the planet had the same ecological footprint as the average resident of either of these areas, nearly three 
earths would be needed to support the demands on nature. 

Figure 3 shows that Europe’s lifestyle demands have become increasingly problematic and unsustainable, rising 
from an average footprint of just over one “earth” in the 1960s to an average of nearly three “earths” today. 

As a comparison, Figure 4 shows the ecological footprints in “number of earths” for Europe, for the world as a 
whole, and for Africa. Africa, as can be seen, still has an average ecological footprint which does not exceed 
one “earth”. 

Figure 5 illustrates the variation across the globe in ecological deficits or reserves. The red shaded areas repre-
sent countries in deficit, and those shaded green represent countries whose ecological footprint is smaller than 
the biocapacity of the country. It can be seen that even within Europe, there is wide variation in the demands 
which different countries are making on the earth’s resources. It should be noted that these demands are a 
function not only of the way the population lives, but also of the size of the population relative to the country 
area concerned. Russia, for example, shows up as a “biocapacity creditor” mainly because the area of land it 
covers is so immense and its population is relatively sparse.

Figure 3. Historical increase in ecological deficit (Europe)

Source: Global Footprint Network (2017)
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Figure 4. Ecological footprint comparison (2013)

Source: Global Footprint Network (2017), 2017 National Footprint Accounts

Figure 5. Countries in ecological deficit/reserve

Source: Global Footprint Network (2017)
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ECOLOGICAL DEFICIT/RESERVE

An ecological deficit occurs when the ecological footprint of a population exceeds the biocapacity of the area available 
to that population. A national ecological deficit means that the nation is importing biocapacity through trade, liquidating 
national ecological assets or emitting carbon dioxide waste into the atmosphere. An ecological reserve exists when the 
biocapacity of a region exceeds its population’s ecological footprint.

https://www.footprintnetwork.org/resources/glossary/#Ecologicalfootprint
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Carbon emissions

Figure 4 also tells us that the largest single component of overshoot in Europe when it comes to sustainability 
is our consumption of carbon. In fact, the EU is the third biggest emitter of carbon dioxide in the world, after 
China and the United States, and these three regions together contribute more than half of total global emis-
sions (Figure 6). The bottom 100 countries only account for 3.5%.

If per capita emissions are considered, Europe’s ranking improves, but it still manages to emit twice as much 
as Asia, and almost eight times more than Africa.

However, today’s emissions are only part of the story. Europe’s industry and resource-heavy lifestyle has in 
fact done far more damage to the planet than its position in today’s rankings might suggest. Europe was the 
birthplace of modern industry, and the historical emissions produced by countries in this region are responsible 
for a large proportion of the greenhouse gases currently accumulated in the atmosphere. These historical 
accumulations lie behind the unsustainable levels of CO2 in the atmosphere, and are therefore partly, if not 
mainly responsible for today’s crisis. Many developing nations see it as unfair that in international negotiations 
about carbon emissions they are required to make similar sacrifices to developed nations, although their 
contribution to the problem has been negligible. Furthermore, it was industrialisation fuelled by sources of 
carbon such as oil and coal which allowed the richer nations to achieve the levels of economic development 
that raised standards of living and levels of health and well-being for their populations. Developing nations, 
which are more likely to suffer from the effects of climate change, justifiably feel that their world has been 
spoiled, but not by them. 

Figure 6. Carbon dioxide emissions for the top 40 countries by emissions in 2013 
(totals and per capita, GT – giga tonnes, T/p – tonnes/capita)

Data from EU Edgar database 
Source: Wikimedia, available at https://bit.ly/2ATsLoq, accessed 10 February 2018
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The EU Emissions Trading System (EU ETS)

EU ETS was established in 2005 to allow industry to buy and sell “emission allowances”, with the aim of reducing 
overall carbon emissions. In 2010, the European Commission claimed that the scheme had led to reductions of 
more than 8% (European Commission 2011). However, environmental groups have disputed this and have been 
heavily critical of a scheme which is solely market-based and susceptible to fraud and gaming (Corporate Europe 
Observatory 2015). It also appears likely that much of the reduction in emissions which has been achieved in 
recent years is a result of an increasing share of energy being provided by renewable sources in Europe. This, 
at least, is a very positive development but it is mostly a consequence of other factors, rather than the ETS.

The role of business
Europe’s approach, and in particular the EU’s approach towards improving sustainability, has often been market 
oriented and has given priority to corporate interests. For example, human rights groups have criticised the EU 
for the lack of coherence between its trade practice and its pledge to eradicate global poverty. The Common 
Agricultural Policy has an adverse impact on food sovereignty, while access to affordable and life-saving 
medicines in developing countries is undermined by Europe’s trade agreements.

For some, the planetary ecological crisis has created opportunities to make money. Fresh water scarcity, for 
example, has often been used as an opening for privatisation and investment, and banks have increasingly 
tried to buy up water rights in strategic areas around the world. Profits can be made by increasing the price 
of water and making it inaccessible for the most vulnerable people. 

To add insult to injury, the privatisation of water and other natural resources is defended on the grounds that 
it offers the best way of protecting a scarce resource. Those profiting from the policy proudly display their 
“sustainability certificates”, and turn up at international conferences for water conservation. 

Other companies have been known to create sustainable arms of their industry to mask – or greenwash 
– some of the damage done by their primary business. For example, oil companies – some of the biggest 
contributors to climate change – are now entering the renewable energy market, and often publicise this 
to draw attention away from other more polluting activities. Chemical companies, with long records of toxic 
pollution, are moving into the water and air purification businesses while continuing to pollute with the rest 
of their industrial output. Companies can even profit from their own polluting activities, by bidding to clean 
it up and earning social credit in addition to making a financial profit. Young people need to learn to look 
beyond the headlines, and beyond corporate marketing, to see the real impact on the globe of commercial 
practices – and often, the real impact of their own consumption. 

Positive initiatives 
There are of course numerous inspiring initiatives which aim to address the challenges to sustainability. These 
initiatives range from the individual or local to changes in legislation or political initiatives, at national, regional 
or even international level. Some examples of grass-roots initiatives are provided in Chapter 5, “Making a dif-
ference”, including a number of activities in which young people could become involved. The examples below 
have been taken from regional or international level, but it should be noted that when change happens at the 
political level, this has nearly always been preceded by continuous campaigning and lobbying, often involving 
thousands or tens of thousands of individuals and organisations working together over a period of many years. 

Cutting e-waste

The European Commission reached an agreement with major phone manufacturers to produce the same type 
of charger for all mobile phones sold in the EU. One of the reasons for this initiative was to cut the amount 
of electronic waste, so that a new charger would not be needed every time a new phone was bought. It is 
estimated that discarded phone chargers produce 51 000 tonnes of e-waste per year in the EU. This voluntary 
agreement to reduce unnecessary production has been followed by a binding resolution obliging all manu-
facturers to provide a common battery charger. 

Cycling in Europe

The Copenhagenize Index records the “best” cities for urban cycling according to 14 parameters. In 2017, 18 
of the 20 most cycle-friendly cities in the world were in Europe. An increasing number of people are choo-
sing cycling as their preferred way to commute and a cycling culture has become mainstream in numerous 


